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Euler contourne la difficulte conceptuelle que presente pour les mathematiciens 
du debut du 18eme siecle, le probleme de determiner une courbe extremale parmi 
une infinite d’autres, en choisissant une courbe de comparaison bien particuliere: 
au lieu de faire varier toute la courbe, il la fait varier au voisinage dune de ses 
points. Lagrange, en etudiant le traite d’Euler, aura l’intuition geniale d’introduire 
l’operateur 6, qui permettra d’unifier et de systematiser cette nouvelle branche de 
l’analyse. 
ANDREAS KLEINERT (INSTITUT DE HAMBOLJRG, RFA) 8.7.87 
Conference introductive sur d’Alembert: Rkjlexions sur la Cause @n&ale des 
Vents: 
En se limitant aux forces d’attraction exercees sur l’atmosphere par le soleil et 
la lune, d’A1embet-t a present6 une theorie des marees de l’atmosphere. Son 
memoire est surtout remarquable par l’application de methodes mathematiques 
nouvelles (utilisation de la variable complexe et equations aux derivees partielles). 
AMY DAHAN (CNRS, PARIS) 9.7.87 
Conference introductive sur La Thkorie Analytique de la Chaleur de Fourier: 
La Thkorie Analytique de la Chaleur (1822) est un exemple privilegie pour 
reflechir sur les liens entre Physique et Analyse. Etude du projet scientifique de 
Fourier et des quatre moments qu’il distingue: 
-celui de l’experimentation et de l’observation des phenomenes physiques, 
-celui de “1’Analyse mathematique,” 
-1e temps de “l’analyse speciale,” 
-1e retour au reel. 
UMBERTO BOTTAZZINI (UNIVERSITY DE BOLOGNA, ITALIE) 10.7.87 
Conference introductive sur Gauss: Propositions g&n&ales sur les Forces . . .: 
La Theorie du Potentiel est un exemple significatif des interrelations entre les 
developpements de theories physiques et mathematiques: 
-1’emergence du concept de potentiel dans l’oeuvre de Lagrange, Laplace, 
Legendre. PropriMs de la fonction V, 
-1’equation de Poisson AV = -47~p, 
-1es contributions de Gauss, 
-nouveaux outils mathematiques. 
History of Fractions or Fractions of a History 
By Jim Ritter 
Universit& Paris VIII-Vincennes, 2 rue de la Libertk, 93526 Saint Denis, France 
On January 26 and 27, 1987, the first Colloquium on the History of Fractions 
was held in Paris. Organized by Paul Benoit (University of Paris I), Karine 
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Chemla (CNRS), and Jim Ritter (University of Paris VIII), it was the occasion for 
about 30 specialists and more than a hundred active participants to come together 
and talk about fractions: their origin, development, use, and future. 
If the speakers represented quite a number of different fields of interest-mathe- 
matics, economic history, medieval history, oriental studies, etc.-it was because 
of the nature of the subject itself. Fractions are, at the same time, simple and 
mysterious. Appearing at the very dawn of written history, they were used from 
the beginning in the arithmetical operations of everyday life; at the same time they 
have played a central role for nearly 5000 years at the forefront of advanced 
mathematical research. Yet these important objects have been curiously ne- 
glected by historians. No book exists on their history; no individual is a “special- 
ist on fractions.” For this reason, it was necessary to ask many people from many 
different horizons to meet together. 
In addition the organizers decided to limit the length of each talk to 15 min in 
order to increase the time available for discussion and debate. This, and the fact 
that the speeches had to be accessible to a public which had only a general 
knowledge of the speaker’s field, have led to a particularly interesting result. 
Although often raising more questions than they answer (an inevitable conse- 
quence of opening a new domain), the contributions furnish a serious base for a 
general history of fractions while remaining a surprisingly easy access for the 
general public. 
I .I tntroduction 
I. ANTIQUITY 
JIM RITTER: Metrology and the Prehistory of Fractions 
EVERETT BRUINS: The Construction of Numerical Tables in Egypt and B&yionk 
1.2. Egypt 
MAURICE CAVEING: The Arithmetic Status of the Egyptian Fraction 
MICHEL GUILLEMOT: Do Notation and Operational Practice Permit Us to Speak 
of Egyptian Fractions? 
1.3. 3abylonia 
CI?CILE MKHEL: Fractions in the Economic Tablets of the Early Second Millen- 
nium in Assyria and Babylonia 
SOPHIE DEMARE: Old Babylonian Inheritance Texts 
JEAN-JACQUES GLASSNER: On the Correct Use of Fractions (Fractions and Litera- 
ture) 
2. GREECE 
BERNARD VITRAC: Introduction to Greek Logistic and Fractions 
DAVID FOWLER: Logistic and Fractions in Ancient Greece: A New Interpretation 
JEAN DHOMBRES: The Abolition of the Concept of Fraction in Book V of Euclid 
ANNIE BELIS: Fractions and Music in Ancient Greece 
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3.1. Asia 
3. THE MEDIEVAL ORIENT 
JEAN-CLAUDE MARTZLOFF: Fractions in Ancient and Medieval China 
GUY MAZARS: Fractions in Ancient India: From the Indus Civilisation to Ma- 
havira (9th Century) 
3.2. Islam 
AHMED DJEBBAR: The Treatment of Fractions in the Mathematical Tradition of 
the Maghreb 
MOHAMED ABALLAGH: Fractions between Theory and Practice in Ibn al-Banna 
al-Murrakushi (1256 132 1) 
3.3. Recapitulation 
KARINE CHEMLA, AHMED DJEBBAR, AND GUY MAZARS: Some Parallels in Arab, 
Chinese and Indian Texts 
4. THE MEDIEVAL OCCIDENT 
4.1. Transitions and Survivals 
ANDRI~ ALLARD: The Transmission of Arab Arithmetic in the Latin Translations 
of the 12th and 13th Centuries 
TONY LEVY: Notes on the Terminology and Treatment of Fractions in Medieval 
Hebrew Manuscripts 
ELIAS TSIMBIDAROS: Musical and Mathematical Structure in 9th century Byzan- 
tium: Ratios and Means, Instructions 
4.2. The Late Middle Ages 
KLAUS STICHWEH: Irrational Fractions and Musical Theory in Nicole Oresme 
RAFFAELLA FRANCI: From Arithmetic Fractions to Algebraic Fractions in 15th 
Century Italian Texts 
PAUL BENOIT: Fractions and Commodities: Commercial Arithmetic and Mer- 
chant Accounts in 15th Century France 
LAURA TOTI-RIGATELLI: Medieval and Renaissance Variants of the Problem of 
Wills and Testaments 
5. RENAISSANCE AND LATER 
JEAN CASSINET: Order Relations among Proportions of Magnitudes in Euclid’s 
Elements: 17th Century Developments 
CLAUDE BREZINSKI: The Appearance of Ascendent Continuous Fractions in Mea- 
sure Problems 
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CATHERINE JAMI: Contacts between Chinese and European Arithmetic in the 17th 
and 18th Centuries 
CATHERINE GOLDSTEIN: Fractions Today 
La France scientifique et technique: Les annees 1816-1824 
Journbe de la sock% francaise d’histoire des sciences et des techniques, 
Conservatoire des arts et metiers, Paris, 7 Mai 1988 
By Jean Dhombres 
Ayant pris pretexte du bicentenaire de la naissance de Fresnel, la societe fran- 
caise d’histoire des sciences et des techniques organisa une Journcfe afin d’abor- 
der quelques aspects du monde scientifique et technique francais au tours de la 
periode de production du physicien Fresnel. 
Christine Blondel: La reception de l’electrodynamique en France 
Jean Timsit: Magendie: Une nouvelle voie ouverte a la physiologie et a la 
medecine 
Denis Woronoti Techniques et modernisation de l’economie: La France de 
la Restauration face au deli anglais 
Jean Dhombres: La communaute scientifique franqaise pendant la Restaura- 
tion: Un esprit nouveau? 
Pierre Blaise: Fresnel, un ingenieur et un physicien 
